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Abstract 
Suprasegmental phonology mainly deals with pitch, stress and juncture. This study aims at determining Iranian EFL teachers’ 
knowledge level and practice rate in this area. Via a test designed by the researchers, the data were collected from a population of 
200 English teachers, all academically educated with at least three years of experience in English teaching, working in diverse 
language institutes in Tehran. Data Analysis vividly depicted a noticeable portion of the population had poor command of 
literacy in Suprasegmental phase, and among those otherwise, few cared to incorporate this phase into their common classroom 
orchestration procedures. Several remedies to mend this flaw are offered in the end. 
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1. Introduction 
The way we speak immediately conveys something about ourselves to the people around us. Learners with good 
pronunciation in English are more likely to be understood even if they make errors in other areas, whereas learners 
whose pronunciation is difficult to understand will not be understood, even if their grammar is perfect! That said, 
pronunciation is the key to having a communicative and in a larger horizon a perfect command of a foreign language 
(AMPE, 2002). 
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Traditionally, the term pronunciation in language teaching resources conveyed the concept of articulating 
sounds, their combinations, word stress, and in one word, the segmental features of pronunciation. Nonetheless, in 
recent years, a stronger light has been shed on the suprasegmental facets of English pronunciation. Morley (1991) 
believes in what is taking place is a redirection of priorities in the sound system to a focus on the critical 
significance of suprasegmentals, and the way the suprasegmentals are used to communicate meaning in discourse 
context. 
 
1.1. Definition of Suprasegmental Pronunciation Features 
 
Crystal (2003) defines suprasegmental pronunciation features as, “a vocal effect which extends over more than 
one sound segment in an utterance, such as a pitch, stress or juncture pattern” (p. 446). Although not complete, this 
definition manifestly highlights that suprasegmental is the facet of pronunciation that goes beyond the level of words 
and falls into the mold of the sentence. It consists of sentence stress, intonation, and meaning clusters. 
 
Another definition of suprasegmental pronunciation is offered by Richards and Platt (1992) that propose 
suprasegmental features are pronunciation units which extend over more than one sound or utterance, on the 
contrary to segmental features that emerge in within the realm of vowels and consonants. They add that 
suprasegmental levels of pronunciation can be described by reference to variations in stress and pitch. They almost 
provide a similar definition to that of crystal, except adding that sentence stress and intonation come in a wide scope 
of diversity and studying these diversities is the main job of suprasegmental field. 
 
One other popular definition of suprasegmental phonology is “variations in length are also usually considered to 
be suprasegmental features, although they can affect single segments as well as whole syllables” (Ladefoged, 2006, 
p. 285). What is new in this definition compared to the other two is that it considers the impact of sentence rhythm 
on single segments and syllables – namely the blending of sounds or their reduction in the flow of sentence 
pronunciation – to fall under the category of suprasegmental phonology.   
 
1.2. Subcategories of Suprasegmental Pronunciation 
 
Different literatures have counted the subcategories of suprasegmental pronunciation, one of the most complete 
of which is that of Childs (2012) citing 15 different subcategories, which, are listed below in brief. 
 
1. Added Stress or Nuclear Stress: when one word of a sentence is pronounced so emphatically that all the other 
words for its meaning to be singled out, for instance HOW are you? How ARE you? How are YOU? 
 
2. Assimilation: when two sounds are combined and shifted to another sound, for instance grandpa becomes grampa  
 
3. Deletion: when a sound is deleted, for instance winter, party, twenty 
 
4. Dissimilation: when one of the two similar consonants next to each other is eliminated to make the pronunciation 
of a word easier, for instance fifths, months, clothes 
 
5. Epenthesis: when a consonant is added to make the pronunciation of a word easier, for instance warmth, comfort 
 
6. Linking: connecting two or more words together, for instance be on time is pronounced biyantaim  
 
7. Pausing: when the speaker stops uttering between the two clauses when the subordinate clause fronts the main 
clause, for instance If I win the game, I will treat you all to dinner. 
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8. Reduction: when sounds are combined and shortened, for instance did you becomes diju or in front of becomes 
infrana  
9. Sentence Stress: louder pronunciation on content words, for instance in “I usually drive to work.” the words 
usually, and work are pronounced louder than the other words. 
 
10. Speed: how fast the speaker talks 
 
11. Thought Groups: the message units in a sentence, for instance When I was washing the dishes, the noisy little 
boys came into the room. 
 
12. Time-Stress or Staccato Rhythm: time stress of the syllables, for instance nice fresh warm sweet rolls versus 
fresh fancy sweet rolls  
 
13. Tonality: rising and falling intonation 
 
14. Tone: mood of the speech, for instance angry, whisper, hurry, and the like 
 
15. Volume: how loud or low the sound is 
 
1.3. Significance of Suprasegmental pronunciation 
 
Concerning the substantiality of suprasegmental pronunciation, Soltani Moghaddam, Nasiri, Zarea, and Sepehrinia  
(2012) remark, “English by its nature is affected by intonation to a great extent. For example, intonation functions as 
a signal of grammatical structure in English. This is most obvious in marking sentence, clause, and other 
boundaries” (p.1). Furthermore, they put forward the suprasegmental pronunciation features function to clarify the 
contrasts between wh- and yes/no questions as well as the way in which questions differ from statements. This 
means that stress, intonation and juncture are some main role players in conveying the intended meaning of the 
speaker.  
 
In fact, other than enabling learners to speak their minds more effectively and more communicatively, by 
teaching them suprasegmental features, we are equipping them with a power of understanding as well. One’s foreign 
accent, particularly the features involving stress, pitch, rhythm and intonation, could to a large extent affect the 
comprehensibility of what is being uttered (Derwing & Munro, 1997). Hahn (2004), also, believes learners often 
face problems like misplacing word stress and sentence stress. 
 
1.4. Significance of the Study 
 
Given the fact that suprasegmental features are of such immense substantiality both in leading learners to speak 
communicatively in the first place and naturally in the bigger picture; and in enabling them to perceive spoken 
English more effectively, it has to unquestionably be incorporated into any curriculum of English teaching. Needless 
to say it is, as well, that all the teachers have to not only be fully familiar with the rules and principles of 
suprasegmental features, but also lay their focus on these features and principles in the class, assisting learners to 
flourish and thrive in this area.  
 
In spite of the dramatic importance of suprasegmental features, researchers have come to the understanding that 
no official report is available to reflect where the Iranian community of English teachers is in this field. Nor has any 
scientific research ever been carried out to generate data and tell us so. Soltani Moghaddam et. al. (2012) believe 
despite all these essential functions, it is not systematically instructed. They also go as far as claiming it is upsetting 
that teachers have a handful of suggestions at their disposal now, but those suggestions lack authentic data to depict 
the reliability of proposed approaches and procedures. The main point in the spotlight here is that Soltani 
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Moghaddam et. al.’s and other similar claims are solely based on experience, and lack solid iron-cast scientifically-
collected data to back their claims up. 
 
Overall, it is safe to speculate that the degree to which Iranian EFL teachers have accomplished mastery over 
suprasegmental features and principles is yet to be determined. So is the rate at which they care for, apply and 
incorporate these features and principles in their actual classroom practices. The current study is an attempt to delve 
into this matter. The findings of this study are an in-depth report on our current suprasegmental status in Iran and 
illustrates a transparent road map on where to go ahead if us.  
 
2. Methodology 
 
The methodology section of this paper comprises of research question, participants, measures, and procedure. 
 
2.1. Research Question 
 
- To what extent are Iranian institute English teachers familiar with suprasegmental features and principles of 
English pronunciation? 
 
- To what extent do Iranian institute English teachers practice the instruction of suprasegmental pronunciation 
features and principles in their actual language classrooms practices? 
 
2.2. Participants 
 
Two hundred English teachers in diverse language institutes in Tehran participated in this study. They were all 
academically educated, and each had at least 3 years of experience in EFL teaching in Tehran’s institutes. 
 
2.3. Measures  
 
Two different instruments were utilized to collect the data of this research. 
 
Since there are no standard internationally-recognized tests available to measure the suprasegmental knowledge 
of an individual, the researchers had to design and construct a test of their own to accomplish the task. The 
researchers developed a 60-item test for the purpose of measuring the implicit knowledge of Suprasegmental 
features of English language. The test consisted of 30 multiple-choice items and 30 true/false items. Each of the 15 
subcategories of suprasegmentals that were discussed in section 1.2. was tested in 4 questions: 2 multiple-choice 
items and 2 true/false items. The reliability of the test was measured utilizing Kuder and Richardson 21 Formula and 
the Kr21= 0.81 proved that it was reliable. 
 
 
 
        Table 1. Reliability statistics, & scale statistics of the test 
Kuder and Richardson 21 N of the Items 
0.81 60 
 
A 60-item questionnaire, whose reliability was established with Cronbach Alpha value of .834, was developed 
by the researchers to measure the extent to which suprasegmental features are taught in classrooms by the surveyed 
teachers. 
 
                                     Table 2. Reliability statistics, & scale statistics of the questionnaire 
Cronbach Alpha N of the Items 
0.834 60 
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2.4. Procedure 
 
First, descriptive statistics such as mean, standard deviation, variance, and standard error of mean were obtained 
for the data gathered both by the test and the questionnaire. Subsequently, skewness ratio and kurtosis ratio were 
applied to check and calculate the normality of the score distribution.  
 
Since this was a diagnostic and descriptive study, researchers decided to apply qualitative terms – such as 
highly knowledgeable, almost knowledgeable, and the like – to describe the knowledge level and the practice rate of 
the teachers. 
 
To analyze the data regarding the suprasegmental knowledge of the teachers, four qualitative terms of highly 
knowledgeable, almost knowledgeable, slightly knowledgeable and almost not knowledgeable were used to describe 
teachers who did between 46 and 60, between 41 and 45, between 16 and 30 and between 0 to 15 correct answers in 
the suprasegmental test, respectively. 
 
Besides, so as to analyze the data regarding the suprasegmental practice of the teachers, four qualitative terms 
of fully practice, to some extent practice, to a small extent practice, and almost do not practice were used to describe 
teachers who said they will apply between 46 and 60, between 41 and 45, between 16 and 30, and between 0 to 15 
items in the suprasegmental questionnaire, respectively. 
 
3. Results 
 
The number of teachers who fall into each category and the analysis of the   test and the questionnaire, along 
with the answers to the research questions shape up the main content of this section.  
 
3.1. The Analysis of the Suprasegmental Knowledge Test 
 
As demonstrated in the following table, only 6 percent – 12 participants – of the teachers in the population 
managed to provide 46 or more correct answers in the test. It means fewer than 10 percent of the whole population 
were highly knowledgeable in suprasegmentals. Not more than 19 percent of the participants fell into the almost 
knowledgeable category. Hence, put together with the highly knowledgeable group, only 25 % of the whole 
population managed to answer more than half of the questions correctly. In other words, the participants who 
delivered less than 50 % correct answers outnumbered those who hit more than 50 % correct answers as drastically 
as 3 times.  
 
                                      Table 3. Distribution of frequency in the suprasegmental test 
Qualitative Descriptive Term 
Number of 
Participants  
Percentage of 
participants  
Highly knowledgeable 
(Between 46 and 60 correct answers) 
 
12  6 %  
Almost knowledgeable  
(Between 31 and 45 correct answers) 
 
38  19 %  
Slightly knowledgeable  
(Between 16 and 30 correct answers) 
 
111  55.5 %  
Almost not knowledgeable 
(Between 0 and 15 correct answers)  39  19.5 %  
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This is an unfortunate and disappointing fact, conveying that three quarters of the Iranian EFL teachers are 
slightly familiar or not familiar at all with the rules and the principles of suprasegmental features of English 
pronunciation. The researchers would not be deemed to be exaggerating if they call these results a tragedy for the 
Iranian community of EFL teachers, and believing these figures are a vivid indicative of the failure of Iran’s institute 
and university education system in the field of suprasegmentals would be a mature conclusion to draw. 
 
3.2. The Analysis of the Suprasegmental Classroom Practice Questionnaire 
 
The distribution of the frequency on table 4 reflects that over half – 52 % – of the teachers participating in the 
study acknowledged that they practice one quarter or less – 15 or fewer out of 60 – of the practices that aim at 
learners’ improving suprasegmental pronunciation in their classes. Though, this figure, however upsetting and 
pathetic as it looks, does not raise the eyebrows given the low level of Iranian EFL knowledge level in 
suprasegmentals. Crystal clear a fact as it is, one cannot attempt to teach what s/he does not know. 
 
Table 4. Distribution of frequency in the suprasegmental questionnaire 
Qualitative Descriptive Term 
Number of 
Participants 
Percentage of 
Participants 
Fully practice 
(Apply between 46 and 60 items) 
 
3 1.5 % 
To some extent practice 
(Apply between 31 and 45 items) 
 
25 12.5 % 
To a small extent practice 
(Apply between 16 and 30 items) 
 
68 34 % 
Almost do not practice 
(Apply between 0 and 15 items) 104 52 % 
 
Thirty eight percent of the population stated that they incorporate fewer than half – 30 or fewer out of 60 – of 
the practices that deal with suprasegmental teachers in the course of their teaching English. Hence, putting those 
who almost do not practice and those who practice to a small extent together, 86 % of the total teachers in the 
population confessed that they fall short of staging even half of the standard procedures advised in teaching 
methodology resources to boost learners’ suprasegmental knowledge of English language. 
 
The overall analysis of the whole data gathered outlines that Iranian community of English teachers suffers 
from serious and severe lack, or even absence, of knowledge as far as the suprasegmentals of English pronunciation 
are concerned, and it is needless to say that the lack of knowledge on the side of the instructor results in his/her 
avoidance of raising that topic in the class and making his/her way round it whenever the textbook or a student lays 
it on the table. Of course, the frequency distribution of the data collected by the questionnaire confirms such 
avoidance as well. 
 
To sum up, it should not be left unmentioned that the data analysis imprints the stamp of truth and authenticity 
on claims of researchers such as Soltani Moghaddam et. al. (2012), putting forward in spite of all the fundamental 
functions suprasegmental pronunciation has, it is not systematically taught. 
 
4. Discussion and Conclusions 
 
In the data analysis section, the fact that Iranian EFL teachers lack suprasegmental literacy and fall short of 
implementing strategies to enhance their learners’ suprasegmental capabilities was fully delved into. This issue 
stems from the poor attention to suprasegmentals in language teaching in the institutes as well as its being almost 
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disregarded in university language programs, particularly in Listening and Speaking, and Phonology subjects. 
Unless immediate and proper action is taken to deal with it, this obstacle would continue to appear ahead of the next 
and the next generations of Iranian EFL teachers and learners far into the future.  
 
4.1. Offering Remedies for the Flaw 
 
Since this is not a mere diagnostic study but a remedial one as well, and since composing a list of problems yet 
offering no realistic practical solutions is absurd and futile a task, several remedies to tackle this acute flaw have 
been devised, which will be stretched out in the following. 
 
 4.1.1.  Taking Suprasegmentals into Account in Teacher Training Courses  
 
Since the majority of Iranian EFL institute teachers, even those who are in possession of university degrees in 
English programs, are required to sit in teacher training courses (TTC) run by the institute teachers to qualify to 
teach, incorporating suprasegmental pronunciation in these courses and having institute teacher trainers lay special 
focus on teaching this facet of English pronunciation could pump rich and fresh blood to this Cinderella in EFL 
classes. Of course, to implement this in the right way, institute supervisors should not merely suffice to including it 
in TTCs, but they should include it in their class observation forms and closely monitor its being practiced up and 
used in all their classes.  
 
 
4.1.2.  Holding On-The-Job Training Workshops 
 
Should we make a sense of the old English proverb “better late than never”, we could realize that regarding the 
current teachers as captured pawns and waiting for the next generation of the properly suprasegmentally-trained 
teachers to march in could not be more wrong. The current EFL teachers, no matter how in-the-dark as to 
suprasegmentals they are, could be amended through a series of training workshops (also known as on-the-job 
training) held by qualified teacher trainers. 
 
4.1.3.   Including Suprasegmentals in Listening and Speaking Courses in Universities 
 
Based on the national curriculum of Iranian universities, all the students majoring in any of the English majors – 
translation, literature, and teaching – both in state and private universities are required to pass 8 credits in a course 
entitled Listening and Speaking. In spite of the fact that the major hours of these courses are allocated to oral 
activities, suprasegmentals are in the shadow. In the listening activities, the major expectation of the lecturers is 
driven toward comprehension and transcription; yet no or little attempt is made to draw the attention of the students 
to suprasegmental features, and the pure offering-a-lot-to-learn-from accent and pronunciation of the native speakers 
in the recording remain unanalyzed and undiscussed. In the speaking activities, likewise, fluency, word 
pronunciation, and word stress are emphasized, and suprasegmentals are in the margins. 
 
Do university education policy makers define an independent position for suprasegmentals in these courses, the 
lecturers focus on them in their classes, and reckon them as criteria for final term evaluations, Iranian community of 
EFL teachers would witness striking improvements in this area.   
 
4.1.4.  Implementing a Practical Approach in Phonology Courses 
 
One two-credit course that students of all English majors in Iranian universities have to pass is Phonology. 
Whereas different universities require their students to take this course in different timing (some offer it in the first 
semester, some second, and some third), the material presented in it is almost entirely theoretical. Predominantly, 
this course aims at familiarizing students with the articulatory organs, manners of articulations and segmental 
phonology. In order for suprasegmentals to be grasped by the partially the current and partially the soon-to-be future 
teachers, the curriculum designers and textbook developers need to incorporate more of suprasegmental phonology 
into the material and syllabus of these course.  
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4.2.   Need for a Standard Internationally Recognized Test 
 
The necessity of a standard international test to measure suprasegmental pronunciation knowledge in the course 
of conducting this study, the researchers were in need of a standard test to measure the amount of teachers’ literacy 
in the field of suprasegmental features of English pronunciation. The researchers put a dramatic effort surfing the 
net, dropping by public and university libraries and inquiring from scholars and experts; yet, no trace of such a 
standard test was found was Cambridge Teachers’ Knowledge Test (TKT), whose linguistic module contained 
several phonology questions. Still those were too general and from the entire field of phonology, not specifically 
focusing on suprasegmental features.  
 
Accordingly, the researchers had no choice but to design and construct the test of their own. There is hope that 
with extensive research, defining constructs, and opting for concepts, world-renowned test makers and phonologists 
work along hand in hand to design and construct a standard internationally-recognized test to measure the extent of 
an individual’s – a teacher, student, linguist, or a researcher – literacy in the field of suprasegmental phonology. 
  
Not only would this to-be-developed test ease the job of researchers of the field, but it also serves the corporate 
or academic employers as a genuine and standard measure to evaluate the suprasegmental qualifications of their 
would-be recruited candidates.  
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